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The Associated Press

A
mostly black gospel
choir in Utah is bring-
ing a vibrant new sound
to familiar Mormon
hymns and shining a
light on the increasingly

global component of a faith that
has more than half of its members
outside the U.S.
Songs like “When Jesus Said

Yes” and “He’s a Battle Axe” are
accompanied by swaying, clap-
ping and stomping as the Genesis
Gospel Choir makes what mem-
bers call “a joyful noise.”
But the choir, which has more than

30 singers, is getting more invitations
to perform before predominantly white
audiences than they had imagined, the
Salt Lake Tribune reported.
Genesis Group President Don Harwell

said the clapping may make some
Mormons uncomfortable, but gospel
music appeals to new church members
from different cultures and they should
be able to add their culture to the
church.
“They are so locked in standard

Mormon culture, they don’t realize how
many different cultures are now in the
church,” Harwell said. “With South
America and Africa, there may bemore
people of color in the church than white
people.”
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints has 15 million reportedmem-
bers today, with more than half outside
the United States, church scholars have
said.

BRINGINGSOULSTOCHRIST
THROUGHMUSIC
The Genesis Group was created in 1971

to support blackMormons at a time when
blacks were barred from the lay clergy.
The ban was lifted in 1978. The support
group was dormant for a while, but has
since evolved.
Genesis choir director Debra Bonner

and her husband, Harry, joined the
LDS church in 1981 after she resigned
from being a Baptist missionary in
Liberia.
“I know this is the Lord’s church,”

Bonner said. “But the hardest part has
been themusic.”
With an education in music and the

urging of her children, she joined the
Genesis choir last fall.
Genesis member andmusic leader

Ellie Mae Johnson started pushing the
choir towardmore than casual monthly
rehearsals a little over a year ago. Bonner
took the helm in November, putting the
choir in black outfits and starting weekly
practices.

“It was Ellie’s passion that put us in a
place where we could be fine-tuned by
Sister Bonner,” said Tekulve Jackson-
Vann, a choir member since the early
2000s.
“I’m a convert, andmy first lessons in

the gospel didn’t sound like the hymns
in the (standard LDS) ‘green book’ or
the talks in sacrament meeting,” he said.
“I learned it in a very spirited way. It’s
not that I don’t appreciate theMormon
hymns. They have their place in my spiri-
tual journey.”
To “touch the hem of my savior’s gar-

ment,” he said, “I get that through gospel
music.”
Jackson-Vann is often a soloist, and said

the choir gives people a taste of the old
gospel church.
“It was so great to share the message of

the gospel in a way that people are used to
hearing it,” he said.
Harwell said the choir wants audiences

to know that beingMormon is a blessing,
not a curse.
“We ... want to bring as many souls as

we can to Christ throughmusic,” Harwell
said. “We knowwe are doing something
right.”

Makinga joyful noise to theLord
Gospel choir gives new sound to traditional Mormon hymns
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By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

Last week, the Templeton
Foundation announced the 46th
recipient of the
Templeton Prize
for Progress
in Spiritual
Understanding to
Rabbi Jonathan
Sacks, the former
Chief Rabbi of
Great Britain.
The prize

was established by Sir John
Templeton in 1972, when it was
given toMother Teresa.
Since that time, there has

been an impressive list of recipi-
ents, including the Dalai Lama,
Desmond Tutu and Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn, as well as a num-
ber of scientists whomade sig-
nificant contributions in the area
of science and religion. The prize
is valued at $1.5 million.

Readers of the Interfaith
Insights will recognize Sacks’
name if for no other reason than
he is a hero of mine,whom I have
often quoted.

Most influ-
ential to me
have been three
of his books:
“The Dignity of
Difference: How
to Avoid the Clash
of Civilizations,”
published in
2003; “The Great

Partnership: Science, Religion,
and the Search for Meaning”
(2014); and “Not in God’s Name:
Confronting Religious Violence,”
published last fall.
I also had the privilege of

meeting him and hearing him
speak when I was a visiting
fellow at the Cambridge Inter-
Faith Programme in Cambridge,
England. Numerous videos of
his talks are available online and

hearing him speak is always a
great joy andmost stimulating.
I highly recommend that you do
an online search for his videos,
and a good place to start is at
youtu.be/MjoWMpcePQ8.
Sacks believes the assumption

that secularization andmodern
science will solve our problems
is a gross over-simplification. Not
only does it fail to take account of
the persistence of faith, it is help-
less in addressing the human
condition. In his words:
“None of the four great institu-

tions of the modern age— sci-
ence, technology, the market
economy or the liberal demo-
cratic state— offers a compel-
ling answer to the three great
questions every reflective human
being will ask at some stage in
life: Who am I?Why am I here?
How then shall I live? These
belong to a different universe of
discourse to that charted by sci-
ence.”

Hemakes the following dis-
tinction: “Science takes things
apart to see how they work.
Religion puts things together
to seewhat theymean.Wewill
always inhabit a world of the spir-
it that searches not just for expla-
nation but also formeaning.”
His perspective on the need

for religious persons to respect
those who believe differently or
who are not theists appears in
many of his writings. In his pre-
pared remarks at the announce-
ment of the prize he said:
“We need to work as hard

as we can to enhancemutual
respect and friendship between
faiths. There is no one formula as
to how to do this. … Themessage
of monotheism is not ‘one God,
one truth, one way,’ but rather
the miracle that unity in heaven
creates diversity on earth. I have
argued that the book of Genesis,
fromwhich Judaism, Christianity
and Islam all take inspiration,

tells us that our shared human-
ity precedes and transcends our
religious differences. ... If religion
is not part of the solution, it will
assuredly be a large part of the
problem as voices become ever
more strident and religious
extremists ever more violent.
“The imperative … is to be true

to your faith while being a bless-
ing to others, regardless of their
faith. The God of Abraham asks
us to turn our face outward to
the world, recognizing his image,
even in the people who are not
in our image, whose faith is not
mine, whose color and culture
are not mine, yet whose human-
ity is as God-given and conse-
crated as mine.”
On theworld stage, Sacks has

challenged us all in his call for
mutual respect and acceptance.
He is an inspiration tome person-
ally and formuch of what we do
in our interfaith efforts toward
understanding and service.

Religious leader named Templeton Prize winner
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The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints Genesis Group Choir rehearses Feb. 7 for a Las Vegas performance in Salt Lake City.
The choir is different from most LDS choirs. They sing gospel and soul music. (Al Hartmann/The Salt Lake Tribune via AP)

To “touch thehemof
my savior’s garment,
I get that through
gospelmusic.”
TEKULVE JACKSON-VANN, CHOIR MEMBER


